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D.J.'s Hero Awards Successful Despite Cancellation

Despite having to cancel our annual D.J.’s Hero Awards 
Luncheon in May for the first time in the event’s 22-year 
history, we are pleased to report a very successful outcome. 
A record 15 scholarships totaling $150,000 were awarded 
to deserving Nebraska high school seniors. In addition, 
proceeds from generous donors totaled $265,000, which 
will support The Salvation Army’s youth programs in 
Omaha. 

“The Omaha philanthropic community and traditional 
funders came through in a big way during this 
unprecedented time,” said Dr. Ken Bird, who co-chaired 
this year’s event with his wife, Annie. “Our lead funders 
went above and beyond in their contributions, despite the 
economic challenges they faced due to the coronavirus.”

According to Annie Bird, this year’s class is not only 
the largest in D.J.’s Hero Awards history, it is also 
one of the most impressive groups of award winners 
the scholarship selection committee has seen. “These 
young women and men have demonstrated remarkable 
resilience and perseverance and at the same time have 
excelled academically and as leaders in their schools and 
communities,” said Annie. “We are so pleased to be able 
to help support their continuing success.” 

The Birds will return as chairs of the 2021 D.J.’s Hero 
Awards Luncheon, which is scheduled for May 4 at CHI 

Health Center Omaha, with keynote speaker Byron Pitts, 
co-anchor of ABC News’ “Nightline.”

Both Ken and Annie have dedicated their professional 
lives to serving youth through education. As former 
Westside Schools superintendent and founder and current 
CEO of Avenue Scholars, Ken’s career in education has 
spanned more than four decades. Annie worked more 
than 40 years as a speech-language pathologist and special 
education coordinator with the Nebraska Department 
of Education and the UNMC Munroe-Meyer Institute. 
They have both been actively involved in community 
service and have served on numerous boards. 

“Annie and Ken were ideal chairs this year,” said Jeff 
Beckman, executive director of development for The 
Salvation Army Western Division. “They exemplify 
D.J.’s spirit, not only in their professions but also in 
their dedicated community service. We are blessed and 
thankful for their leadership, and we are thrilled they’ll 
be back next year.”

The D.J.’s Hero Awards Luncheon was founded in 1999 in 
memory and honor of D.J. Sokol, who lost his battle with 
cancer at age 18. D.J.’s legacy of generosity and selflessness 
lives on in the scholarship recipients, who demonstrate his 
resilience and compassion. 

“The partnership between Peggy and David Sokol and 
The Salvation Army represents the very best of our 
community,” said Annie. “Through this partnership the 
lives of many young people who have overcome great 
adversity are enriched and forever changed for the better. 
We are thrilled to have the opportunity to be involved 
with the D.J.’s Hero Awards Luncheon, and we look 
forward to continuing our involvement in 2021.”

While we were not able to honor the award winners in 
person this year, we are grateful for the opportunity 
to highlight them in the following pages, as well as in 
a specially produced video, which can be viewed at 
salarmyomaha.org/omaha/djs-hero-awards. 

Congratulations to the 2020 class of D.J.’s Heroes!

Dr. Ken and Annie Bird

3

Letter from the Divisional Leaders

Dear Friends, 

Six months ago, we couldn’t have 
imagined all the many ways our lives were 
about to change. For some of us, these 
changes have been relatively minor — we 
wear masks; we abstain from handshakes 
and hugs; we social distance from our 
friends. For others, the impact has been 
much more significant and long-lasting, 
including job loss, financial hardship and 
perhaps even the loss of a loved one to this deadly virus. 

Many of us tend to lose sight of the big picture in stressful and uncertain times 
like these. Distracted by both small inconveniences and significant upheaval, we 
are easily swallowed up by the immediate challenges at hand. 

Today we want to take a moment to remind you of the big picture, which is that 
God is present and moving in us, through us and around us in both times of 
certainty and times of chaos and change. We may not always be readily able to 
discern it, but His love is ever-present.   

In this issue of “Building Hope” magazine, you’ll see how God’s work is coming 
to fruition in the lives of 15 bright, persevering young men and women who are 
striving to make the world a better place (see pages 4-7). 

You’ll also see the hand of God at work through The Salvation Army’s 
COVID-19 relief efforts, including our partnership with Food Bank for the 
Heartland to distribute more than 306,000 meals to food-insecure children and 
families in the metro (see pages 8-9). 

We are also extraordinarily grateful to all those who have generously donated 
to our COVID-19 Relief Fund, which has enabled us to provide food, utility 
assistance and other support services to many in need around the metro. 

Finally, in this issue you’ll also read about God on the basketball court, proving 
that He does indeed move in mysterious ways (see page 10)!

As our thoughts turn to the new school year and all the changes it will bring, 
especially given the ongoing pandemic, we pray that you will take comfort in the 
fact that God’s presence is unchanging, and His love is steadfast.

May God bless you richly today! 

Majs. Greg and Lee Ann Thompson 
Divisional Leaders 

Majs. Greg and Lee Ann Thompson
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Kyana Hubbard 
When she was 16, Kyana Hubbard, of 
Avoca, witnessed her mother brutally 
murdered in their home. Since then 
Kyana has survived largely on her own. 
She commuted 45 minutes to and from 
school each day, fought to keep her grades 
up and participated on the swim team 
and cheerleading squad, all while battling 

emotional trauma. As her counselor noted, Kyana didn’t complain, but instead 
faced significant challenges with positivity and an infectious smile. She will 
attend the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in the fall.

Thank You
We appreciate the dedication 
of the following committee 
members, who generously 
offered their time, energy 
and resources to make the 

D.J.'s Hero Awards a success.

Annie Bird, Chair
Elizabeth Cassling

Julie Fritz
Traci Harrison

Lori Hogan
Julie Keen

Mary Lopez
Lynn Marchese
Melissa Marvin

Lauren Steier Miltenberger
Jessica Pate

Gary Sadlemyer
Ana Lopez Shalla

Gene Spence
Jack Stark

Rob Trebilcock
Amy Wiegert
Nancy Wolf

Ken Bird, Chair
Mike Alvano
Dave Bishop
Dan Brabec
Hal Daub

Jack Diesing
Gary Gates
Burke Harr

Tim Harrison
Fred Hunzeker
Terry Kroeger

Randy Schmailzl
Jeff Schmid

Zach Wiegert

Selection Committee

Lauren Hacker
Throughout 50 rounds of chemotherapy, 
20 radiation treatments, 10 hospitalizations 
and countless doctor’s visits to combat 
leukemia, Lauren Hacker, of Omaha, 
persevered with grit, determination and a 
positive attitude. Not only has she excelled 
academically, Lauren has also committed 
to raising funds to support pediatric 

cancer research. She is president of Lolo’s Angels Junior Board and has been a 
spokesperson for the American Red Cross and the Leukemia and Lymphoma 
Society. Lauren plans to study nursing at Creighton University.

Development Committee
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Adriann Cotton
As a child, Adriann Cotton, of Omaha, 
supported and advocated for a close family 
member who suffers from mental illness 
— an experience that sparked Adriann’s 
interest in clinical psychology. In addition, 
her skills as a CNA have helped her care 
for her father as he battles cancer. When 
she wasn't studying or caretaking, Adriann 

mentored at The Hope Center for Kids. She also volunteered as a docent at the 
Joslyn Art Museum and is active in serving her community. She plans to major 
in psychology at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in the fall.

Isaac Grelk
When Isaac Grelk, of Papillion, lost his 
vision at the age of 6, he decided not to 
let his blindness define him. Today he is a 
varsity athlete in cross country, swimming 
and track; a high-achieving scholar; the 
leader of a local Boy Scout troop; and is 
close to completing the final requirements 
to earn his Eagle Scout rank. His long-term 

goals include earning a degree in exercise science or kinesiology so he can “help 
others and pay forward the help and kindness” he has received. Isaac will attend 
the University of Nebraska Omaha in the fall.

Honoring This Year’s D.J.'s Heroes

Keeley Allen
Diagnosed with epilepsy as a young child, Keeley Allen, of Aurora, suffered 
several seizures every week for years. Though she endured multiple lengthy 
hospital stays, several drug trials and brain surgery, Keeley persevered with 
courage and resilience, ultimately earning a 3.78 GPA while also pursuing a 
variety of extracurricular activities — including athletics, speech and show choir 
— a part-time job at the local hospital and extensive community service. She will 
major in early childhood development at Hastings Community College.

The annual D.J.’s Hero Awards Luncheon is the highlight of our year here at The Salvation Army Omaha, not only 
because it is our largest annual fundraising event, but also because it’s an opportunity to celebrate the achievements 
of a group of young men and women who give us hope for the future. What these young people have overcome and 
achieved in their lives thus far is nothing short of inspiring. It is our privilege to honor them in this issue (as well as in 
a special video we produced this spring, which can be viewed at salarmyomaha.org/omaha/djs-hero-awards). 

Veronica Alonso – Teresa Hunzeker Memorial Scholarship Recipient
When her mother faced deportation, Veronica Alonso, of Bellevue, testified in 
court on her behalf at the age of 12, and she has since become an advocate for 
her Latino community, particularly young Latino students like herself who are 
aspiring to attend college. In addition to being valedictorian of her class, the 
2020 class president and National Honor Society secretary, Veronica volunteers 
as an interpreter for OneWorld Community Health Center. She will major in 
biology/pre-med at Stanford University in the fall.

Jeffry Atilano-Duenas
Jeffry Atilano-Duenas, of Omaha, spent his childhood in Mexico, where he went 
to work at age 13 to raise the funds needed to relocate to the United States. 
After arriving in Nebraska, Jeffry lived in a men’s shelter and a transitional 
living program. Despite this challenging environment, he learned English in 
a year, maintained a 3.2 GPA and excelled as a member of his high school’s 
pre-professional dance company, show choir and marching band. Jeffry plans to 
attend the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.

Kobe Bustos – Teresa Hunzeker Memorial Scholarship Recipient
In addition to achieving excellent grades, Kobe Bustos, of Aurora, is the primary 
breadwinner for his family. When he wasn't running his own business — which 
entails buying, repairing, detailing and selling cars — he spent his time studying 
for multiple AP classes, competing and traveling for show choir, participating 
in the Honors Chamber Ensemble and Concert Choir and collaborating with 
Omaha engineers and architects to assist with designing building projects. Kobe 
plans to major in mechanical engineering.
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When Gene Spence joined The Salvation Army board 
more than two decades ago, he associated the organization 
with its iconic Christmas red kettles, but that was the 
extent of his knowledge. It didn’t take long, however, for 
Spence to see that The Salvation Army served people in 
need all year long. “I knew right away we needed to do 
something to raise money in addition to the Christmas 
fundraising to help support The Salvation Army’s work 
throughout the year,” he said.

With the help of several community movers and shakers 
— including Joanne Bemis, David and Christine Gale and 
Jane Rogers — Spence launched an annual fundraising 
luncheon in 1999.

Spence’s vision for the luncheon as an opportunity to 
honor the late D.J. Sokol and to support promising 

college-bound students came to fruition in 2001, when 
seven scholarships, sponsored by the Fred G. Arkoosh 
Jr. Foundation, were presented to Nebraska high school 
seniors. Today, funds raised by the event also support The 
Salvation Army’s ongoing youth programs in the metro.

“The event really took off at that point, but it certainly 
wasn’t because of anything I did,” Spence acknowledged. 
“It was people like David and Peggy Sokol, Suzanne 
Caruso, Lt. Colonel Robert Bonifield and others. It’s the 
people who were involved that made it work, and they 
made it work beautifully.”

Since 2001, 157 D.J.’s Hero scholarships have been 
awarded to Nebraska high school seniors who exemplify 
perseverance, selflessness and servant-leadership in their 
communities.

“Gene Spence has been a critical community leader in 
the greater Omaha area for decades. His compassion for 
those most vulnerable in our society has driven him to 
consistently find a way to make a difference,” said David 
Sokol. “His support in organizing the D.J.’s Hero Awards 
Luncheon and scholarship program has created an event 
which has raised over $8 million and allowed hundreds of 
young men and women to follow their dreams of higher 
education. In my view Gene is truly one of D.J.’s Heroes!”

Gene Spence: The Visionary Behind the 
D.J.’s Hero Awards Luncheon

Gene and the late Ann Spence

Amari Walls – Diesing Family Omaha North Scholarship Recipient 
Amari Walls, of Omaha, works two jobs to support herself and to send money 
to her mother, who is incarcerated, all while earning excellent grades and serving 
as a role model to others. An advocate for disadvantaged youth, a member of 
the Black Student Leadership Council, a first-generation college student and 
a talented musician, Amari dreams of owning her own record label someday.  
She will major in business and entrepreneurship at the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln in the fall. 

Kaylee Tighe 
Cancer survivor, anti-bullying advocate and athlete Kaylee Tighe, of Weeping 
Water, overcame leukemia to prevail as an outstanding student and community 
leader. In addition to maintaining top-notch grades, she has excelled in choir, 
track, softball and cheerleading; performed lead roles in multiple school plays 
and musicals; participated in University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s Black Leadership 
Conference; and served as a role model to fellow students as vice president of the 
senior class. Kaylee will study human resource management at the University of 
South Dakota.
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Davina Oludipe 
When Davina Oludipe, of LaVista, moved with her family from Gambia to the 
U.S., she struggled with loneliness and culture shock. A driven leader, however, 
she acclimated by focusing on her studies and community service. Through 
rigorous effort, she raised her ACT score by six points, while at the same time 
volunteering at the University of Nebraska Medical Center, Food Bank for the 
Heartland and her church, and launching a prostate cancer awareness campaign. 
Davina plans to major in neuroscience at Johns Hopkins University this fall. 

Elijah Onate
Raised by his mom after his father was deported, Elijah Onate, of Gibbon, has 
shouldered significant responsibility as the oldest of four siblings. As captain of 
both the football and basketball teams, a teacher’s aide, a referee and assistant 
for youth football and an active member of his church, he is a leader on and off 
the field and a mentor to his peers and younger kids alike. Elijah will major in 
exercise science at Chadron State College.

Damyn Rother
Damyn Rother, of Greeley, suffered much heartbreak in the wake of his older 
brother’s suicide and the deaths of his beloved grandparents. Amid his grief, 
he was also diagnosed with severe Crohn’s disease. Rather than turning inward, 
however, Damyn focused on serving others by founding a teen support network 
at his church, engaging in community service, excelling in athletics and launching 
an annual run/walk in memory of his brother, which to date has funded eight 
scholarships. Damyn plans to major in business management at Wayne State 
College. 

Om Kami 
Born in a refugee camp in Nepal, Om Kami relocated to Omaha with his family 
when he was in fourth grade. Despite being bullied for looking and speaking 
differently, Om was determined to master English. He excelled academically and 
later committed many hours every week to help other immigrant students learn 
English. He and his peers also founded the Bhutanese Community of Nebraska 
to help Nepali and Bhutanese families navigate the American educational system. 
Om plans to attend the University of Nebraska Omaha to study pre-physical 
therapy or exercise science.

Noaha Macario 
With his father absent and his mother incarcerated, Noaha Macario, of 
Columbus, has had little parental guidance for most of his life. Despite a 
turbulent upbringing, during which Noaha suffered physical and mental abuse, 
he improved his grades to nearly all A's this past year. He has also served as 
a positive role model to his football and wrestling teammates and served his 
community by volunteering at local senior centers and nursing homes. Noaha 
will major in education at Wayne State College.
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Because of the risk of COVID-19, many of the seniors 
living there — particularly those with chronic health 
conditions — don’t often leave their apartments. “Even 
the community room and other common spaces are 
closed,” said Sue, a longtime Crown Tower resident. “I 
miss going out to Walmart every week.”

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted nearly every 
aspect of daily life, including The Salvation Army’s 
operations in the Omaha metro. Prior to the outbreak, 
staff from The Salvation Army’s North Corps picked up 
seniors from Crown Tower once a week for a shopping 
excursion to Walmart. It was an opportunity for residents 
not only to stock up on supplies, but also to enjoy a social 
outing. During the spring and early summer, however, 
The Salvation Army changed course and helped fill the 
gap by delivering boxes of canned goods, rice, pasta, bread 
and meat directly to the apartment complex, rather than 
taking seniors out to grocery shop. 

“It’s been very isolating. I feel like I am locked in my 
apartment,” said Crown Tower resident, Wilma. “But this 
helps,” she said, gesturing to The Salvation Army’s van 
parked at the entrance of her apartment building.

Lt. Kenneth Jones, North Corps officer, assured Sue, 
Wilma and other Crown Tower seniors that as stay-at-
home restrictions ease and infection rates decrease in 
Omaha, he hopes to be able to resume the weekly Walmart 
outings. In the meantime, however, he is grateful to be able 
to provide food and at least a few minutes of socializing 
with the seniors who greet him in the parking lot. 

“It’s definitely not the same as getting out every week,” Lt. 
Jones admitted. “But we’re all doing the best we can right 
now, given the challenging circumstances.”

Heart for Our Heroes

On May 7 and 8, officers and staff provided hundreds of 
sack lunches to health care staff at seven Omaha hospitals 
as part of the Heart for Our Heroes campaign to honor 
and salute the doctors, nurses and other health care staff 
working on the front lines of the pandemic. 

In Omaha, Salvation Army teams distributed sack lunches 
to Methodist Hospital, Methodist Women’s Hospital, 
CHI Health Immanuel, CHI Health Creighton University 
Medical Center − Bergan Mercy, CHI Health Lakeside, 
CHI Health Midlands and the VA Hospital. The lunches 
were prepared by local restaurants and underwritten by 
Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Nebraska.

Other Salvation Army Western Division units across 
Nebraska, South Dakota and western Iowa also 
participated in the Heart for Our Heroes campaign at 
hospitals in their respective communities. 

“We wanted to say ‘thank you’ to health care professionals 
across the three states we serve who are working around 
the clock amid the pandemic,” said Maj. Thompson. “The 
lunches were one small way to show our gratitude and 
support, and we’re thankful to Blue Cross and Blue Shield 
of Nebraska for helping to make this initiative possible 
here in Omaha.”

Maj. Adam Moore helped distribute sack lunches to health care profession-
als at CHI Health Midlands as part of Heart for Our Heroes in May.

“We’re all doing the best we can right now, 
given the challenging circumstances.”

At a Glance: Pandemic-relief Facts

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected every 
aspect of daily life, including The Salvation Army's 
operations in the Omaha metro area. Since March, 
we have provided more than:

  • 306,000 meals as part of a multi-agency team led 
    by Food Bank for the Heartland
  • 2,700 food pantry orders at the Burrows Center
  • 8,400 grab-and-go lunches at North Corps
  • 2,000 activity kits to children by the Kroc Center

8

COVID-19 Relief Efforts  Continue through the Summer 

Dozens of cars idled in the parking lot, out the driveway 
and down NW Radial Highway in Omaha’s Benson 
neighborhood on the evening of Wednesday, June 10, as 
people waited to receive a food box from The Salvation 
Army’s Drive-thru Food Pantry at the Burrows Center for 
Help and Hope.

Staff and volunteers distributed food boxes — each of 
which contained supplies for three to five days of well-
balanced meals — to 463 people who came through the 
drive-thru food pantry. “This means a lot. Buying food 
gets expensive,” said Patricia, who has four children and 
came to the event on June 10. “I find myself spending 
between $200 and $300 a week and still sometimes run 
short, so it’s nice to be able to come here.”

The drive-thru food pantry was organized as a safe, socially 
distant means for people to get the help they need amid 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Participants stayed in 
their cars as staff and volunteers placed the food boxes in 
their trunks or back seats.

Patricia acknowledged that the drive-thru approach 
helped her feel safer. “We are mostly staying in the house 
because I worry about the kids and myself, so this was 
wonderful. You just pull up, they put the food in and then 
you can leave,” she said.

Food for Families and Seniors

The Burrows Center Drive-thru Food Pantry is just one 
of several COVID-19 relief efforts underway this spring 
and summer. In addition to the drive-thru food pantry, 

the Burrows Center also filled more than 2,700 grocery 
orders from March through June. 

Since March The Salvation Army of Omaha and Council 
Bluffs has partnered with Food Bank for the Heartland, 
Westside Nutritional Services, Saving Grace Perishable 
Food Rescue, local school districts and other nonprofits 
to provide a mobile food distribution program for food-
insecure children and their families while schools are 
closed. Since mid-March more than 306,000 meals have 
been distributed at multiple sites around the metro. 

“We’re seeing families who are finding themselves 
financially challenged, and for many of them, this is a place 
they’ve never been before,” said Maj. Greg Thompson, 
divisional leader of The Salvation Army Western Division.

Meanwhile, the North Corps Community Care 
Kitchen served more than 8,400 grab-and-go lunches to 
individuals and families in need during April, May and 
June, and it’s reached out to deliver food boxes to seniors 
sheltering in place at Crown Tower, a low-income housing 
development for older adults in north Omaha. 

Cars line up for the drive-thru food pantry at the Burrows Center in June.

Volunteers help load meals into a family’s car.
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Melissa Marvin Appointed to Omaha Advisory Board

Omaha Salvation Army Advisory Board

Life, Emeritus and National Board Members
Mike Cassling, National Board Member
Hal Daub, Emeritus Member
Tom Hillmer, Emeritus Member
Fred Hunzeker, National Board Member
Jeannette James, Emeritus Member
James Landen, former National Board Member
Carl Mammel, Life Member
Sharon Marvin Igel, Life Member
Charles Sederstrom, former National Board Member 
    and Emeritus Member
Gene Spence, Life Member
Nick Taylor, Emeritus Member
L.B. “Red” Thomas, Life Member

Executive Committee
Dave Bishop, Chair
Kim Weiss, Vice Chair
Dr. Jonathan 
Benjamin-Alvarado
Joleen David
Dr. Viv Ewing
Fred Hunzeker
Dr. Joann Schaefer
Steve Seline
Jim Smith
Brad von Gillern

Advisory Board Members
Anne Baxter
Brenda Garrelts
Tim Harrison
Marc Hock
Chip James
Rev. Dr. E. Scott Jones
Daniel Kennelly
Kari Kirchhoefer
Melissa Marvin
Mark Nelson

Ashley Perkins
James Ryan
Aaron Schapper
Ana Lopez Shalla
Dr. Lee Simmons
Mayor Jean Stothert
Anne Thorne Weaver
Karen Wilson
Nancy Wolf

Melissa Marvin, chief service officer at Bank of 
Bennington, has recently been appointed to the Omaha 
Advisory Board, which supports the work of The Salvation 
Army in the Omaha-Council Bluffs metro by providing 
mission-based leadership and strategic guidance. 

Marvin joined Bank of Bennington in 2017. As chief 
service officer, she oversees all strategic, infrastructure, 
sales, service and marketing initiatives at the bank. Marvin 
is also responsible for the oversight and implementation 

of a joint venture company between Bank of Bennington 
and Finigree, a financial technology firm. 

Prior to joining the bank, Marvin worked as a consultant 
for Metropolitan Community College and held 
positions at United Way of the Midlands, Vantage Point 
Performance and Cohen Brown Management Group. 

Marvin is a graduate of Leadership Omaha, was awarded 
the YWCA’s Women of Distinction Award in 2010 and 
was recognized as the 2017 Woman of the Year by the 
Arthritis Foundation. She has been involved in leadership 
service with more than 30 nonprofit and educational 
organizations across a wide variety of human service and 
arts organizations in the metro area. Among these roles, she 
has held board positions at Joslyn Art Museum, Nebraska 
Arts Council and Girls Inc., and she currently serves on 
the boards of the Nebraska Cultural Endowment, Buffett 
Cancer Healing Arts Program and Partnership 4 Kids. 

Marvin holds a bachelor’s degree with an emphasis in 
communication from the University of Kansas.

“Melissa is an excellent addition to our advisory board,” 
said Jeff Beckman, executive director of development 
for The Salvation Army Western Division. “She brings 
a wealth of professional experience and knows and 
understands the community of Omaha intimately.”

Melissa Marvin

Community Center Director Josh Jones teaches more than basketball skills in the ABCDevelopment program at North Corps (photo from February 2020).
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North Corps Youth Basketball Program Is More Than Just 
Jump Shots and Free Throws

For most of us, teaching rudimentary basketball skills to 
a dozen kids under the age of 8 might feel a lot like herding 
cats, but Community Center Director Josh Jones isn’t the 
least bit fazed. In fact, the former Creighton basketball 
star is clearly in his element, grinning as he encourages, 
instructs and disciplines the kids on a Saturday morning 
at The Salvation Army’s North Corps.

Jones is coach of ABCDevelopment, a new basketball 
program for boys and girls in kindergarten through third 
grade. The program was launched this past winter but was 
paused in late March due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
North Corps officer Lt. Kenneth Jones hopes to resume 
ABCDevelopment this coming winter. 

“We give kids a safe place to play, have fun and learn 
some basketball skills, but it’s also a means to an end,” 
said Lt. Jones. “While they’re out there having fun, 
we’re also helping them build character and grow their 
communications and leadership skills. We are preparing 
them to be future leaders in our community.” 

Kynlee Minnifield, age 7, couldn’t agree more. Though 
she loves practicing her jump shot, she’s also learning that 
basketball is a team sport. “You don’t just think about 
yourself when you're playing basketball,” she observed. 
“You think about your teammates. You help them and 
cheer them on.” 

“I’ve seen my child’s self-esteem go from low to extremely 
high in the seven weeks she’s been in this program,” said 
Kynlee’s mother, Keiante Westbrook, who stayed to watch 
her daughter practice. “She’s confident. She knows what 
she’s doing out there. I’m really proud of her.” 

Beginning this fall, North Corps will partner with 
Nebraska Hoops Elite, a sports-based youth development 
and educational nonprofit in Omaha, to expand its 
basketball programming to middle and high school girls. 
“We’re scouting and recruiting girls from the community 
this summer to build a team for the season that will start 
in October,” said Lt. Jones. “We are really looking forward 
to this partnership and the opportunity to expand our 
basketball offerings.” 

As ABCDevelopment practice winds down on Saturday 
morning, Jones calls the kids to “circle up” in the center 
of the court, reminding them, “Basketball is fun, and 
you like it, but you also have to remember to work hard 
on and off the court. Respect your parents, respect your 
teachers, stay focused in the classroom and stay out of 
trouble.” 

Jones is still smiling as he dismisses the kids to their 
parents waiting on the sidelines.  

Kynlee Minnifield and her mom, Keiante Westbrook

“We are preparing them to be future leaders 
in our community.”
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The Final Word

“He said, ‘What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or 
what parable shall we use to describe it? It is like a mustard 
seed, which is the smallest of all seeds on Earth. Yet when 
planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, 
with such big branches that the birds can perch in its shade.’”  
– Mark 4:30-32 (NIV)

Most days our role in the kingdom of God can look 
and feel inconsequential. After all, each of us is only 
one person, and most of us have a relatively limited 
circle of influence. Add to this the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic, and we might wonder, especially amid these 
trying circumstances, how we can possibly help to grow 
God’s kingdom on Earth. Now more than ever, though, 
Jesus challenges us to expand our imagination, because 
with Him and through Him, even our smallest, seemingly 
unimportant actions can change the course of someone’s 
day, month or even their life. 

Where can you plant your personal mustard seed today? 
Perhaps your “seed” is a phone call to check on an elderly 
neighbor. Maybe it’s a hand-written note slipped into the 
mail for a loved one across the miles. Perhaps it’s a prayer 
for the health care professionals and first responders 
working diligently and courageously on the front lines of 
this pandemic.

Whatever the size or scope of the mustard seed you plant 
today, have faith and confidence that Jesus can and will 
grow it beyond your wildest expectations. Through Him, 
all things are possible.

Gracious God, thank You for taking my small gestures and 
using them to grow Your kingdom here on Earth. Together 
with my neighbors around the world, I am grateful to be the 
Body of Christ.  Amen.
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We are pleased to introduce “The Final Word” to “Building Hope” magazine, in which we offer scriptural food 
for thought and a short prayer to take with you throughout your day.


